Causes of Death Among Avalanche Fatalities in Colorado: A 21-Year Review.
A better understanding of the nature of morbidity and mortality in avalanche accidents helps direct both rescue efforts as well as preventive strategies to reduce fatalities. We reviewed all avalanche fatalities from the avalanche years beginning in 1994 to 2015 in the state of Colorado, United States, using the database maintained by the Colorado Avalanche Information Center. For each fatality, we obtained the coroner's official determination of cause of death, and autopsy records if one was performed. We used these records to determine cause of death. Injury severity scores (0-75 scale) were calculated for those victims who underwent autopsy. Mortality information was available for 110 fatalities occurring during the 21-year study period. Of these, 64 underwent autopsy. Asphyxia was the cause of death in 65% of fatalities (72/110). Trauma was the cause of death in 29% of the fatalities (32/110). Of these, the primary cause was multiple system trauma in 38% (12/32), head trauma in 31% (10/32), and spinal injuries in 19% (6/32). Of the victims who died of asphyxia and had autopsy, only 10% (4/42) also had significant trauma, defined as an injury severity score greater than 15. There were 6 fatalities from other causes, including hypothermia, drowning, and primary cardiac arrest. There was no correlation between trauma and mode of travel, avalanche type, or starting zone elevation. Asphyxia was the primary cause of death in avalanche fatalities in Colorado during our study period. The incidence of fatal trauma was 29% and did not correlate with user group demographics or avalanche characteristics.